Combination of aripiprazole with mood stabilizers for the treatment of bipolar disorder: from acute mania to long-term maintenance.
Bipolar disorder is characterized by a complex set of symptoms, including recurrent manic, depressive or mixed episodes. Acute and long-term treatment of patients with bipolar disorder is mandatory to prevent symptom relapse and episode recurrences. Outcomes with monotherapy are often unsatisfactory in clinical practice, hence combinations of mood stabilizers and antipsychotics are widely utilized in patients showing no or partial response to, as well as intolerance to, monotherapies. This may offer a therapeutic advantage, however, the possibility of an increased incidence of side effects should be considered. This paper reviews the current treatment guidelines for the treatment of bipolar disorder and examines the rationale behind the use of aripiprazole in combination with mood stabilizers for acute and long-term treatment of bipolar disorder. The combination of aripiprazole and mood stabilizers seems to offer an effective and relatively well-tolerated option for the treatment of acute mania and for the maintenance treatment of patients with bipolar I disorder. The combination presents a lower risk of metabolic side effects compared with other combination therapies, but increases the risk of extrapyramidal side effects with long-term treatment. The aripiprazole-valproate combination seems to be particularly promising in the treatment of patients with comorbidities such as anxiety and drug abuse, obsessive-compulsive disorder and bipolar disorder, as well as in mixed depressive disorder. Controlled trials are necessary in order to confirm these observations and to provide a useful insight for improving the use of drug combinations in bipolar patients.